
   BLACK-FOOTED FERRET 
SURVEY GUIDELINES 

FOR COMPLIANCE WITH 
THE ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT 

 
These revised “Black-Footed, Ferret Survey Guidelines” 
(April 1989) are currently used by the Fish and Wildlife 
Service’s (Service), Ecological Service’s offices to evaluate 
surveys conducted for the presence or absence of black-footed ferrets on areas 
with proposed Federal actions.   
 
Compliance with or disregard for these guidelines does not, of itself, show 
compliance with or violation of the Endangered Species Act or any derived 
regulations.  It is advisable that the appropriate State wildlife agency; State 
Supervisor, Fish and Wildlife Service, be contacted if there are any questions 
about an activity to be conducted in prairie dog towns that may be black-footed 
ferret habitat.  In Montana, contact Lou Hanebury, Billings Sub Office, (406) 247-
7367. 
 
These guidelines establish minimum areas of prairie dog habitat (80 acres of 
black-tailed prairie dog towns and 200 acres of white-tailed prairie dog towns) 
that the Service believes are needed to support a black-footed ferret.  Preactivity 
ferret surveys will not be required to satisfy the regulations (50 CFR 402) 
governing interagency cooperation under the Endangered Species Act (Act) if the 
projects are proposed in areas with less than 80 acres of black-tailed prairie dogs 
and less than 200 acres of white-tailed prairie dogs. 
 
The guidelines also establish that areas having 1,000 or more acres of white-
tailed or black-tailed prairie dog habitat should be evaluated as possible sites for 
future black-footed ferret reintroduction.  Any Federal action proposed on these 
areas should be preceded by a survey for black-footed ferrets using the 1989 
guidelines.  Prairie Dog colonies that are greater than 5,000 acres are 
considered as viable black-footed ferret reintroduction sites.  Any Federal action 
that diminishes the size of such a complex would require formal consultation with 
the Service, and result in a biological opinion stating the proposed action would 
jeopardize the continued existence of the black-footed ferret. 
 
Intermediate areas having 80 to 1,000 acres of black-tailed prairie dog towns or 
200 to 1,000 acres of white-tailed prairie dog towns may have importance for 
black-footed ferret recovery.  Until potential black-footed ferret reintroduction 
sites have been identified, evaluated, and secured through management plans 
with affected landowners and agencies, any Federal action proposed on areas 
meeting these criteria shall be surveyed to determine if a ferret or ferret 
population exists. 
 



Section 7 consultation requirements (50 CFR 402) will be met if one of the 
following conditions is satisfied for Federal actions effecting black-tailed prairie 
dog areas of 80 to 1,000 acres and white-tailed prairie dog areas of 200 to 1,000 
acres: 
1. If no black-footed ferrets or their sign is found as a result of surveys on prairie 
dog towns affected by the proposed Federal action (action), a “no effect” black-
footed ferret situation occurs.  However, an updated survey may be required on 
the prairie dog town(s) affected by the action to address the current “may affect” 
question if (1) the action will occur at some future date and not shortly after the 
initial survey, or (2) the surveyed towns are only part of a larger complex. 
 
2. If no black-footed ferret(s) or their sign is found as a result of a survey over an 
entire prairie dog town or complex of less than 1,000 acres, which includes the 
prairie dog town(s) affected by the proposed Federal action, a “no effect” black-
footed ferret situation occurs.  The Service will consider the town or complex 
permanently cleared of black-footed ferrets and additional surveys for ferrets will 
not be needed, provided a ferret is not later confirmed in the town or complex. 
 
The Service encourages implementation of these guidelines.  These guidelines 
will be used by the Service for the next few years during which time the Service 
and cooperating agencies will be working to identify and secure sites with 
potential for ferret reintroduction, identify those prairie dogs towns that do not 
meet these requirements for ferret survival and recovery, and develop plans for 
managing prairie dog ecosystems.  The ultimate goal of these activities is to 
identify and secure prairie dog complexes needed for black-footed ferret recovery 
and to categorize large areas within each State where prairie dogs can be 
managed without surveys, for the purposes of Section 7. 
 
 
GUIDELINES FOR BLACK-FOOTED FERRET SURVEYS 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The Endangered Species Act (Act), as amended, requires Federal agencies to 
ensure that any action authorized, funded, or carried out by them is not likely to 
jeopardize the continued existence of a threatened or endangered species.  
Regulations implementing Section 7 of the Act require that Federal agencies 
determine if any action they propose “may affect” any threatened or endangered 
species.  If it is determined that a proposed action “may affect” an endangered or 
threatened species, then the agency is required to request formal Section 7 
consultation with the Fish and Wildlife Service (Service). 
 
The black-footed ferret is a federally listed endangered species that depends 
upon the prairie dog (Cynomys spp.) as a source of food and uses its burrows for 
shelter.  Ferrets are rare, nocturnal animals whose brief above ground nighttime 
activities make them difficult to find and observe.  Any actions that kill prairie 



dogs or alter their habitat could prove detrimental to ferrets occupying the 
affected prairie dog town(s).  This requires that we determine whether ferrets are 
present in a proposed project area and whether the proposed project activity 
“may affect” the survival and recovery of this endangered species. 
 
To help detect the presence of ferrets on a prairie dog town, the Service has 
prepared this set of guidelines.  These guidelines should assist agencies or their 
authorized representatives in designing surveys to “clear” prairie dog towns prior 
to initiation of construction projects, prairie dog control projects, or other actions 
that affect prairie dogs.  They are intended for use by Service personnel and 
other State, Federal, or private agencies or organizations interested in 
conducting surveys for the black-footed ferret.  In addition, these guidelines 
should assist individuals in designing surveys to be used in areas suspected of 
maintaining a ferret population, but without confirmed or recent sightings.  If 
these guidelines are followed by persons conducting black-footed ferret surveys, 
agency personnel can be reasonably confident in results that show black-footed 
ferrets are not occupying a proposed project area.  A survey for ferrets will 
supplement the consultation process, but does not relieve any agency of their 
obligation to consult with the Service as required by Section 7 of the Act. 
 
To determine whether the limits and exclusions apply to an area being proposed 
for a planned action, the lead agency should consult with the appropriate Service 
office.  In situations where the limits or exclusions do not apply, each State 
Supervisor or Associate Regional Director is authorized to determine what 
precautions must be taken to ensure that ferrets are not adversely affected 
before a prairie dog town is impacted or destroyed. 
 
SURVEY CRITERIA 
 
Delineation of Survey Areas 
 
Until the time that the Service, States, and other Federal agencies are able to 
identify reintroduction areas and to classify other areas as being free of ferrets, 
surveys for black-footed ferrets will usually be recommended.  During this interim 
period the following approach is recommended to determine where surveys are 
needed. 
 
A black-tailed prairie dog (Cynomys ludovicianus) town or complex of less than 
80 acres having no neighboring prairie dog towns may be developed or treated 
without a ferret survey.  A neighboring prairie dog town is defined as one less 
than 7 kilometers (4.34 miles) distance from the nearest edge of the town being 
affected by a project. 
 
Black-tailed prairie dog towns or complexes greater than 80 acres but less than 
1,000 acres, may be cleared after a survey for black-footed ferrets has been 
completed, provided that no ferrets or ferret sign have been found. 



 
A white-tailed prairie dog (Cynomys leucurus) town or complex of less than 200 
acres having no neighboring prairie dog towns may be cleared without a ferret 
survey.  White-tailed prairie dog towns or complexes greater than 200 acres but 
less than 1,000 acres, may be cleared after completion of a survey for black-
footed ferrets provided that no ferrets or their sign were found during the survey. 
 
A complex consists of two or more neighboring prairie dog towns each less than 
7 kilometers (4.34) from the other.  Instructions for determining a complex of 
black-tailed or white-tailed prairie dogs is found in Proceedings of the 
Symposium on the Management of Prairie Dog Complexes for the Reintroduction 
of the Black-footed Ferret, USFWS, Biological Report 13, July 1993. 
 
Before any federally funded or permitted activities are conducted on black-tailed 
or white-tailed prairie dog towns or complexes greater than 1,000 acres, the 
appropriate Service office should be contacted to determine that status of the 
area for future black-footed ferret reintroductions. That office also will determine 
whether a survey for black-footed ferrets should be completed. 
 
Defining a Prairie Dog Town 
 
For the purpose of this document a prairie dog town is defined as a group of 
prairie dog holes whose density meets or exceeds 20 burrows per hectare (8 
burrows/acre).  Prairie dog holes need not be active to be counted but they 
should be recognizable and intact; i.e., not caved in or filled with debris. 
 
Timing of Surveys 
 
The Service recommends that surveys for black-footed ferrets be conducted as 
close to the initiation of a project construction date as possible but not more than 
1 year before the start of a proposed action.  This is recommended to minimize 
the chance that a ferret might move into an area during the period between 
completion of a survey and start of a project.  If the town being affected is part of 
a complex in which the combined acreage of prairie dog towns total less than 
1,000 acres, a survey of all the prairie dog towns within the complex will serve to 
clear the entire area provided no black-footed ferrets or their sign are found.  If 
this is done, no future surveys for ferrets will be required within the borders of the 
complex regardless of future project activities unless a ferret is observed and 
confirmed on the complex at a later date. 
 
An alternative to clearing all of the complex would be to search only the prairie 
dog town(s) being affected.  Assuming that no ferrets or ferret sign is found, this 
would allow an activity to take place on the prairie dog town.  If an activity is 
proposed in the same area in the future, a survey for ferrets may again be 
required if the Service cannot justify an exemption based upon the ferret history 
in the area, survey records, or current status of prairie dog habitat. 



 
In a prairie dog town or complex where the acres of prairie dog towns meet or 
exceed 1,000 acres, any prairie dog town being affected should be surveyed as 
close to the initiation of project activity as possible, but not more than 1 year prior 
to the proposed action.  When other projects are planned that will affect different 
prairie dog towns within the complex, they too will need to be surveyed before 
the project starts.  Towns or complexes of 1,000 or more acres should be given 
special consideration for the importance to the overall recovery and survival of 
the black-footed ferret as potential reintroduction areas.  The Service would like 
to minimize disturbances of these areas until black-footed ferret reintroduction 
sites have been selected.  Once reintroduction sites are selected, these large 
areas of prairie doges can be cleared from the need for future surveys if the area 
is surveyed, no ferrets or ferret sign are found and it is determined that the area 
is not needed or suitable for ferret recovery. 
 
Project Type 
 
Construction projects – both linear and spatial developments that permanently 
alter prairie dog towns (buildings, facilities, surface coal mines, transmission 
lines, major roadways, large pipelines, impoundments, etc.) should be surveyed.  
The area to be surveyed should include all black-tailed prairie dog towns or 
complexes greater than 80 acres and white-tailed prairie dog towns or complexes 
greater than 200 acres occurring on a project right-of-way and the portion of 
those towns found within one-mile of the construction site or right-of-way border.  
Projects of a temporary nature and those that involve only minor disturbance 
(e.g., fences, some power lines, underground cable, etc.) may be exempted from 
surveys when project activities are proposed on small prairie dog towns or 
complexes of less than 1,000 acres, do not impact those areas where ferret 
sightings have been frequently reported, or occur on areas where no confirmed 
sightings have been made in the last 10 years.  To determine whether a project 
qualifies for exemption, the lead agency must contact the appropriate Service 
Office. 
 
Pesticide or toxicant use – The Service recommends that before any action 
involving the use of a toxicant in or near a prairie dog town begin, a survey for 
ferrets should be conducted.  This includes all black-tailed prairie dog towns or 
complexes greater than 80 acres or white-tailed prairie dog towns or complexes 
greater than 200 acres proposed for control.  If phosphide treated grain, gas 
cartridges, or tablets are the proposed toxicants and the town proposed for 
treatment is in a complex of less than 1,000 acres, the town should be surveyed 
30 days or less before treatment using the nocturnal survey technique (see 
Selection of Survey Method, Method 2).  In this situation it is recommended that 
the entire complex be surveyed and cleared before treatment begins.  This would 
avoid the need for an additional survey if the town needs to be treated again at a 
later date.  Otherwise the town to be treated should be surveyed as described 
above and surveyed again if a second treatment is needed. 



 
Prairie dog towns or complexes greater than 1,000 acres should not be poisoned 
without first contacting the appropriate Service office.  Procedures to be followed 
on large towns or complexes will be the same as for those recommended for 
construction projects. 
 
If the proposed control agent involves the use of any other compound under 
registration with the Environmental Protection Agency, then the area to be 
surveyed for ferrets should include the prairie dog town to be treated and any 
other town or portion of a town within 1 mile of the town being treated with the 
toxicant.  The survey should be conducted within 30 days or less of the treatment 
using the nocturnal survey technique. This difference is justified on the basis of 
potential hazards to ferrets from secondary poisoning.  As above, if the town(s) 
are part of a complex of less than 1,000 acres and the entire complex is 
surveyed for ferrets, then no future surveys will be required in the affected area if 
ferrets or their sign are not found. 
 
SELECTION OF SURVEY METHOD 
 
Two methods to survey for black-footed ferrets or their sign are recommended.  
Either can be used.  These methods are based upon the most recent survey 
research data, and both involve specific time periods.  Research has shown a 
marked decrease in ferret activity and/or sign in November, April, May, and June.  
For this reason surveys for ferrets during these months are not recommended, 
since no acceptable confidence can be placed on the results of surveys 
conducted during this period. 
 
METHOD 1 
 
Diurnal (daylight) surveys for ferrets are recommended if surveys are conducted 
between December 1 and March 31.  This type of survey is used to locate signs 
left by ferrets.  During winter months, ferret scats, prairie dog skulls, and diggings 
are more abundant because prairie dogs are less active and less likely to disturb 
or destroy ferret sign.  When there is snow cover, both ferret tracks and fresh 
diggings are more obvious and detectable. 
 
Daylight searches for ferret sign, should meet the following criteria to fulfill the 
minimum standards of these guidelines: 
 
Three searches must be made on each town.  Each search should be done when 
fresh snow has been present for at least 24 hours and after 10 or more days 
have passed between each search period. 
 
Vehicles driven at less than 5 miles per hour may be used to search for tracks or 
ferret diggings, but complete visual inspections of each part of the town being 
surveyed is required (i.e., visually overlapping transects). 



 
In Montana, if ferret sign is observed, mark the area, photograph the sign, and 
make drawings and measurements of diggings before contacting Lou Hanebury, 
Billings Service office (406-247-7367) and Montana Fish Wildlife and Parks. 
 
Aerial surveys for ferrets are considered experimental, but may be allowed in 
winter using skilled aerial observers when suitable snow conditions exist.  
Determination of when to use this technique should be made with the appropriate 
Service office. 
 
METHOD 2 
 
Nocturnal (nighttime) surveys involve the use of spotlighting techniques for 
locating ferrets.  This survey method is designed to locate ferrets when the 
maximum population and the longest periods of ferret activity are expected to 
occur. 
 
Minimum standards have been established by the Service for nocturnal surveys.  
These should be followed as recommended and include: 
 
Surveys should be conducted between July 1 and October 31. 
 
The prairie dog town should be continuously surveyed using spotlights.  Surveys 
should begin at dusk and continue until dawn on each of at least three 
consecutive nights.  Large prairie dog colonies should be divided into tracts of 
320 acres and each tract systematically searched throughout three consecutive 
nights.  Rough uneven terrain and tall dense vegetation may require smaller 
tracts to result in effective coverage of a town.  Conversely, tracts larger than 320 
acres could be adequately covered on even, flat and unvegetated terrain. 
 
Observations on each prairie dog town or tract searched should begin at a 
different starting point on each successive night to maximize the chance of 
overlapping the black-footed ferrets’ nighttime activity period(s). 
 
A survey crew consists of one vehicle and two observers equipped with two 
200,000 to 300,000-candle power spotlights.  In terrain not suitable for vehicles, 
a crew will consist of two individuals working on foot with battery-powered 
200,000 to 300,000 candlepower spotlights.  To estimate the number of crew 
nights for a survey, divide the total area (acres) of prairie dog town to be 
surveyed by 320/acres and multiply by 3.  One or both of the observers in each 
survey crew should be a biologist trained in ferret search techniques. 
 
Survey Reports 
 
The following outline provides a general summary of the types of information 
useful to the Service in reviewing the results of ferret surveys for concurrence 



with an agency’s decision of “may affect” or “no affect.”  This information will be 
used to assist in Section 7 compliance decisions.  Headings listed can be used in 
field data forms to ensure that all pertinent data are collected and surveys are not 
unnecessarily repeated.  It is recommended that a report summarizing survey 
data be prepared for each project and submitted to the lead agency and to the 
appropriate Service office. 
 
Data requirements for daylight searches (December 1 to March 31) or night 
searches (July 1 to October 31) are as follows: 
 
 Date 
 Hours spent searching (record time started – time stopped) 
 Acres searched 
 Number of colonies searched 
 Number of burrows inspected 
 Ferrets or ferret sign observed and locations 
 Photos taken 
 Names, address(s), telephone numbers and qualifications of searchers 
 Weather conditions (ground condition bare or snow covered) 
 Method used to search (backpack spotlight, vehicle, walking) 
 Mapped survey route and location of prairie dog town 
 
Survey Summary 
 
Starting and completion dates for the survey 
Total hours of spotlight search 
Total acres searched by spotlight 
Total colonies searched using spotlight 
Total ferrets observed and locations by night search 
Total hours searched in daylight 
Total acres searched in daylight 
Total colonies searched in daylight 
Total ferret sign observed and location of sign observed 
 Narrative describing search technique used 
 Mapped location of central project (include acres and description) 
 Copies of field data sheets 
 
Surveyor Qualifications 
 
The Service has established a process to provide specific training for conducting 
ferret surveys.  This formal training (a 1-day workshop for biologists) is currently 
available through the Wyoming Cooperative Fishery and Wildlife Research Unit, 
Box 3166, University Station, Laramie, Wyoming 82071, telephone 307-766-
5415.  A trained biologist should accompany each survey crew; i.e., one trained 
biologist in each two person crew, when surveys are being conducted. 
 



A field guide “Handbook of Methods for Locating Black-footed Ferrets” provides 
detailed methods for locating black-footed ferrets and interpreting sign made by 
this animal under field conditions.  This handbook should be useful when 
designing surveys for black-footed ferrets, whether for Section 7 compliance or 
for locating ferrets for conservation and recovery.  A copy of this document may 
be obtained from: 
 
 Bureau of Land Management  Bureau of Land Management 
 Wyoming State Office   Montana State Office 
 5353 Yellowstone    5001 Southgate Drive 
 P.O. Box 1828    P.O. Box 36800 
 Cheyenne, Wyoming 82001  Billings, Montana 59107 
 state_office_wymail@blm.gov  MT_SO_Mail_Room@blm.gov 

307-775-6256    406-896-5000 
 
COORDINATION OF SURVEYS 
 
This section discusses coordination measures that the Service believes are vital 
to completing a proper survey. 
 
State Wildlife Agency 
 
The appropriate State wildlife agency should be contacted prior to initiating ferret 
surveys.  State agency personnel may provide historical information or literature 
pertinent to the survey or offer suggestions regarding access or landowner 
contacts needed for the survey.  In addition, some States may require special 
permits for spotlighting wildlife or have minimum requirements for protecting 
ferrets under State laws which are different or more detailed than those 
described in these guidelines. 
 
Other Local Authorities 
 
We recommend that persons planning surveys contact local authorities before 
initiating surveys.  Many sheriff departments cooperate with State conservation 
officers in investigating possible game violations.  Spotlighting crews are often 
reported to the game warden and sheriff by local citizens and ranchers.  Proper 
coordination of survey activities should prevent unnecessary conflict with these 
groups and agencies. 
 
 
PROCEDURES TO FOLLOW IF FERRET SIGN OR A FERRET IS LOCATED 
 
Wildlife agencies of some states located within the potential range of the black-
footed ferret have developed a procedure to follow when ferrets are seen and 
reported.  We recommend that agencies or their representatives request these 
procedures from the states in which they are working and review them before 



conducting surveys.  If no procedures are available, contact the appropriate 
Service office for guidance.  If you observe a ferret while conducting surveys, you 
should notify the closest Service or State wildlife agency office. 
 
Experience has shown that premature release of a ferret sighting to the news 
media or others can have lasting negative effects upon recovery actions in the 
area.   We request that contacts with the public be avoided until the presence of 
a ferret is confirmed by the Service or State wildlife agency and necessary 
landowner contacts and discussions are completed. 
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